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Environmental Influences: Reflections on the Globalization of Management 
Education  
 
Arnoud De Meyer 
 




Globalization of management education seems to have become the natural way to go for management 
and business schools. Almost every week one can find in the specialized press another announcement 
about an overseas campus, a new international partnership or a major research tie up. But announcing 
an international venture is easy, implementing is the challenge. The purpose of this paper is to provide 
some advice on how to implement globalization. This paper is based of the author's own experience 
with INSEAD, the University of Cambridge and Singapore Management University, as well as his 
observations of many other business schools. It is thus anchored in a few case studies. Findings: The 
author offers some reflections on what he sees as the challenges of implementation and how one can 
overcome these; focusing in particular on the need to understand what the driver for the globalization is 
and on implementation issues, e.g. how to build an international brand, some of the lessons one can 
learn from professional firms about the internationalization of key staff, the impact on the business 
model of a University, and the need for internationalization of the school's leadership and the 
deployment of technology. The paper brings new insights based on an extensive experience with 
internationalization. 
 





Is globalization unavoidable for business schools? 
Globalization of management education seems to have become a necessary condition for any business 
school or provider of management education. No week seems to pass without another announcement 
in the specialized press of an international tie up between two schools for the delivery of a Master's 
programme or for research; another exchange programme; or for the bolder ones, the creation of a 
subsidiary overseas. AACSB published an insightful and thorough report on the Globalization of 
Management Education in February of 2011. It argues that Globalization of Business Schools is not a 
new or recent phenomenon, but that it is happening at much faster speed than before, and that “The 
course of Globalization will continue as long as people are driven to look across borders for resources, 
ideas, efficiencies and services. Business Schools that fail to adapt to that reality do so at their own 
peril” (AACSB International, 2011, p. 4). 
There are of course many drivers for this increase in speed: business is globalizing and students need to 
be prepared for international careers; alumni want to see their university conquer new horizons and are 
often willing to provide resources; technology more than ever enables international collaboration and to 
work over large distances and across organizational boundaries; faculty are internationalizing and see 
the value for their own career of working for a more international institution; accreditation agencies e.g. 
EQUIS expect to see some internationalization; and finally business schools have often preached the 
positive value of global trade and internationalization and are now asked to put their money where their 
mouth was. Students have also become more mobile and go and study abroad in larger numbers. Once 
they become alumni, they often stimulate their alma mater to come and set up business in their own 
country and are prepared to mobilize the resources needed for it. All these drivers have their impact. 
One telling figure is the number of foreign branch campuses established by 2009: there were at least 
162 worldwide (Becker, 2009). 
But the reality of the globalization may be less positive than some of the glowing reports and newspaper 
accounts would suggest. I see two major reasons. First, there is the “paradox of the announcement” and 
second, the difficulty of implementation: globalization often goes beyond the capabilities of the 
institution's leadership. 
 
The paradox of the announcement 
In many cases announcing an international initiative is as important as delivering on it. The simple act of 
announcing an international deal (or in some case just the intention of it) delivers for the institution's 
management often more than half of the required result. Faculty get the feeling that something is done 
by the administration, accreditation bodies will be appeased, alumni often do not verify the follow up 
and they trust something is happening, and students (and their parents) like their school to have an 
international brand, but may loathe the hassle of actually having to go abroad or to interact with 
international students. Thus senior school administrators get often more than half the results they hope 
for by just having a deal. They often lose interest during the implementation. On top of that the cost of 
announcing is very low, while implementing globalization can be very expensive. The paradox is that the 
incentives are all in favour of keeping to a high‐profile announcement and a low‐speed implementation. 
 The challenge of implementation 
Implementing an international strategy goes often beyond the experience and the capabilities of the 
institution's management team. Many deans, presidents or vice‐chancellors are groomed to manage 
complex institutions with a diversity of academic professionals. In the case of government‐funded 
universities, their core capability may well be to know how to manage the relationships with the 
national stakeholder. Experience as an international academic manager may be welcomed, but was till 
recently rarely in the job description. The same is often true for the second‐tier management team: they 
grew up in their organizations by managing the internal operations, and by operating effectively in the 
national or even regional system. Therefore many institutions have no experience with international 
marketing, entry strategies into new markets or management of diverse workforces. 
 
From announcement to implementation 
Faced with these challenges I want to offer a few reflections on how one can improve the globalization 
process for management educators. I will structure my short comments around four themes: the 




In my interactions with colleagues in Europe and Asia I found that all too often the drivers for 
globalization were not a consequence of internal strategic choices, but from pressure imposed by 
outsiders: accreditation organizations, alumni, a few faculty members who love to travel or recruiters. 
Such a reactive approach cannot be ideal. An educational institution that opts for globalization must 
know proactively why it wants to do it. 
I see in practice three main categories of strategic drivers: 
(1) Leveraging the home base: in its simplest form this means that educational institutions want to use 
their home base capabilities in order to make more money. In some cases this simply means attracting 
foreign students to come and study in their institutions. Australian, British, French and American 
universities have always been good at this, and have enhanced their pool of foreign students 
significantly in the 1990s. There has been a subtle change over the years. In earlier days top institutions 
like Oxford and Cambridge, Harvard or Yale, Sorbonne or HEC, etc. attracted students on the basis of 
their own reputation. More recently, however, second‐ and third‐tier institutions, in the countries 
mentioned above, have been able to attract students on the basis of the brand of their country. 
Students go and study in Australia or the UK, without necessarily asking themselves what the quality of 
the education is that they will get at some of these less well‐known universities. Throughout Asia and 
the Gulf countries I observe more recently the emergence of a number of teaching campuses from 
Australian, British or American universities who consider that they can make money by selling their 
educational programmes to a larger audience in countries like Abu Dhabi, Indonesia, Singapore, 
Malaysia, Vietnam or China. One can only attract a limited number of foreign students into the home 
base programmes, but it is possible to get significant scale by setting up operations elsewhere. A more 
sophisticated approach is the one pursued by a few top institutions who want to deliver their 
programmes in order to market their specific brand of management philosophy. Chicago has 
internationalized its EMBA programme partially to promote its research. MIT has set up a quasi joint 
venture in Singapore to export its ideas on education in technology and entrepreneurship. In this case 
these institutions do not want to make money out of the globalization in the first place, but they want to 
enhance the market share of their ideas. The challenge in each of these cases is to maintain the 
efficiency of these leveraging operations. All too often what appeared to be a great money maker turns 
into a black hole. When the Australian UNSW retreated in 2007 from Singapore after only a few months 
of operations, it was argued that it did so because it could not run the operations in a sufficiently 
efficient and profitable way. And one wonders how many more programmes one can set up in the 
countries in the Gulf, before the market will be completely saturated. 
(2) Enriching the home base: in this case the educational institutions feel the need to attract 
international students, or offer their own students the opportunity to study in a more international 
environment, in order to improve their selling proposition. Business is globalizing and thus they want 
their students to be exposed to international groups and issues. Exchange programmes and study 
missions are in this case the preferred method. It should be noted that the accreditation criteria of 
EQUIS have provided a strong incentive for many European and Asian institutions to pursue this 
objective.The challenge here is to ensure that the benefits of mixing local and foreign students are 
indeed realized. All too often foreign students live in an international “ghetto” or see their time abroad 
as an extended tourist trip, using all their free time to travel around. While this may be still enriching for 
the international students, the partner institutions may actually get little or nothing out of it. 
(3) Learning from the world: a few institutions have come to the conclusion that research is actually the 
main driver for their internationalization. They know that in order to carry out good research in an 
applied social science like management, one needs to be in close contact with the markets, the local 
workforces or the local sources of resources in order to tap into fuzzy and tacit knowledge. Obviously 
some of this research can be performed by individual faculty members travelling overseas. But when the 
momentum for such research builds up, institutional arrangements become necessary. Harvard Business 
School has set an example of such an institutional arrangement by creating its case development centres 
in Asia, India, Europe and South America. Cambridge University was always convinced that its very 
special brand of education could only be delivered in Cambridge, but that to remain at the forefront of 
research it needed to have a strong portfolio of international research collaborations. To some extent 
this driver for internationalization is similar to what Doz et al. (2002) have described as the metanational 
organization, or what I described in a different context as the learning role of international R&D (De 
Meyer, 1993). I have argued that in a knowledge‐driven economy the true advantages of deploying R&D 
facilities on a global scale, is to learn about the fuzzy and tacit technological knowledge that is locally 
available or developed, and that is often difficult to transfer by the means that can be used for codified 
knowledge. One needs to be physically present there where the knowledge is developed, in order to be 
part of the early stage networks. Doz et al. took this a step further and argued that in order to be 
innovative on a global scale, companies need to tap into local market knowledge and be able to combine 
rapidly knowledge from different parts of the world into what become unique new products, service or 
systems. In order to be successful the metanational needs to be excellent in listening to fuzzy and non‐
codified knowledge in a variety of places in the world, “melding” together the ideas that come from 
these different places, and rolling out globally the new insights that one obtains from this melding in a 
very efficient way. It does not take a big step to translate this into a compelling idea for a business 
school (or a university for that matter). Business schools are essentially institutions that produce 
knowledge and diffuse it through publications and teaching. Knowledge about best practices in business 
is becoming more and more international and leading business schools must be able to understand the 
fuzzy and tacit knowledge that exists in places like China, South East Asia, India, the Middle East and 
Latin America about local business insights and combine it with what had been developed in the 
traditional industrialized countries, e.g. the USA. Europe and Japan into new concepts and prescriptions 
for management. To produce these new and innovative concepts, leading business schools have no 
choice but to create or participate actively in an international network. 
I argue that in order to be effective in the implementation of globalization the leaders of educational 
institutions need to have a clear understanding of the drivers they consider to be important for their 
institutions. And as I briefly indicated for each of the three drivers, the choice will have implications for 
management, measurement, incentives, etc. 
 
A portfolio of drivers 
Very often the strategy will be a mix of several drivers. There are no doubt significant synergies between 
some of them, and one may end up with a portfolio of drivers. If learning is the main driver it may well 
be that the cost of setting up learning antennae can be offset by organizing some teaching programmes. 
In the 1970s and 1980s INSEAD set up an applied research centre on East Asia, called the Euro Asia 
Centre. While this centre was partially financed by support from industry, it basically kept itself going by 
organizing executive education programmes on the basis of its applied research. The risk is that the 
main driver may become subordinate to the secondary driver (as was frankly the case for INSEAD Euro 
Asia Centre). Portfolio of drivers may be appropriate, but one needs to keep clarity about the priorities 
in the portfolio. 
There may also be an evolution in the main driver. This needs to be managed carefully. My current 
institution, Singapore Management University (SMU), was originally created as an undergraduate 
business school with the intention to provide all students with the opportunity to have a significant 
international exposure. One can argue that our original driver was to enrich our (new) home base. The 
university entered into a partnership with Wharton for assistance on a wide range of issues, and has 
developed over the last ten years more than 200 partnership agreements for exchange of students. On 
top of that we organize international internships and business study missions. All this leads to the result 
that upon graduation three quarters of our students have had a meaningful international experience, 
and have been exposed to a yearly influx of more than 600 incoming international students. These 600 
students add to 1,250 international students we have in our regular programme (out of a total close to 
7,000). 
But my institution has evolved. Next to the Lee Kong Chian Business School we now have five schools 
offering degrees in economics, accountancy, information systems, social sciences (psychology, sociology 
and political sciences). And from a budding and young undergraduate institution we are evolving 
towards a university that also offers graduate programmes, and that is building a reputation as a source 
of research ideas on Asia. This will change the nature of our international partnerships. We have 
recently signed a deal for a major research programme in information systems with Carnegie Mellon 
University, and we are developing a wide range of high‐quality partnerships for our graduate 
programmes with partners like Wharton, ISB in India, Beijing University, St. Gallen, Yale, Cass Business 
School, etc. Many of these collaborations have a much stronger learning component than our original 
exchange partnerships. This evolution requires us to evaluate the ideal portfolio of partners and how we 
organize our international activities. 
And this is no doubt not the end of the evolution. This is not the place to speculate about that. After all 
these are important strategic decisions. I notice that SMU gets more and more queries from universities 
in the industrialized world about partnerships that would build on our growing knowledge of 
management in Asia. Enhancing our understanding of Asia may require us to set up local research 
partnerships with universities in China, India and South East Asia. 
 
A choice of methods 
Globalizing management education requires the deployment of a variety of efforts, but in my experience 
two are of particular importance in the early stages: the design of the curriculum and the management 
of the partnerships. 
Let me address first the curriculum. Globalization starts at home in your own classroom: how much 
international content do you have in your programmes, and do you have the faculty that has sufficient 
experience with it, so that they can teach it? 
Ghemawat (2011) described two approaches to the inclusion of international content in your 
programmes: insertion and infusion. Insertion consists of a standalone globalization‐oriented course 
into the curriculum. Infusion is the introduction of global content in each of the functional or other 
business courses up to the point of pervasiveness. He argues that both have strong limitations, and he 
shows how a leading business school like Harvard has actually fluctuated between these two polar 
approaches. He therefore suggests a third approach on the basis of his experience at IESE (Barcelona): 
interlock. In the case of interlock a globalization course or module provides a cross‐functional platform 
for talking about globalization in the other courses. This course or module must be inserted early on in 
the curriculum. It should act as a platform course that is intended to provide visibility and focus for 
issues about globalization. Such a course can focus on modules that explore cross‐country differences, 
and should raise cross‐border integration as well as a social aspects of globalization. At the same time 
this course is intended to act as a feeder for globalization in other courses: in the case of IESE the 
subsequent courses are required to include 10‐20 per cent cross‐border components, and these 
modules should rely on the learning from the initial globalization course. 
It is an interesting idea that a particular course can be more than a source of knowledge to build upon in 
other courses, but can be an active platform to support and integrate other courses. The risk is of course 
that this interlock becomes a middle of the road solution where the global module or course becomes in 
fact an insertion course and where lip service is paid to it in the ensuing modules. Therefore close 
collaboration between the instructor for the insertion course and the other teachers, as well as very 
strong support from the dean, seem to be a key factor for its success (AACSB International, 2011, pp. 
128‐9). 
Ghemawat's experiments show that a lot of creativity can and must be used to adjust the curriculum for 
globalization. But I consider it an imperative to have such a creative approach to integrate the 
coursework, the learning experience through overseas internships and exchange programmes, and the 
interaction with students that come from abroad. We know from the literature on intercultural 
management that multicultural teams can be more performing than monocultural teams, but are not 
necessary so. It requires active management (Schneider and Barsoux, 1997). The same is true for a 
curriculum on globalization. 
Having or developing content is one side of the coin. You need also to develop the faculty that can teach 
it. All too often deans or presidents assume out of convenience that attracting international faculty will 
do the job. But it is not because your passport shows that you are from India, Belgium or China, that you 
automatically have a deep understanding of business issues in these countries. On the contrary, many 
PhD graduates have left their own country to go and study abroad early on in their career, and before 
they actually had developed a deep understanding of business practices and structures in their native 
countries. Developing faculty that actually has the breadth to teach international content will require 
the institution to invest in faculty exchanges, attendance at the appropriate conferences, support for 
international research and perhaps industry internships. 
The second challenge to globalize education is the careful choice and the management of your 
partner(s). In an earlier AACSB survey partner selection was cited as one of the most important and 
critical success factors for globalization (AACSB International, 2005). Commonly cited characteristics of a 
good partner were a high level of trust, a clearly articulated focus for the collaboration and a 
commitment to long‐term success. I would add to that, that the partnership must be carried by key 
personnel at different levels in both organizations. A memorandum of understanding between two 
deans or presidents is easy to sign but will not do it. Staff at lower levels have to take ownership for the 
collaboration. 
For the management of the partnerships I have always been helped by the simple matrix with on one 
side the number of partners in the alliance (a one to one partnership vs many partners working 
together) and on the other side the higher mentioned drivers for the partnership (Table I). In this matrix 
I have given a few indications of what I see as the most challenging management issues. 
For example in the case of a one to one partnership for enrichment one needs to perform the necessary 
due diligence on the degree of complementarities and overlap between the partners, and one needs to 
monitor how these complementarities evolve. In other words one needs to optimize the diversity and 
manage it well. In the case of many partners who enrich each other the diversity is almost a given, but 
the network becomes very quickly very complex. The complexity of the network needs to be 
compensated by an excellent network of informal relations. In the case of a one to one learning 
partnership the challenge will be to maintain an equitable relationship: both parties need to feel they 
learn an equivalent amount from each other. One also needs to carefully manage the end game. At 
some time one of the partners will see a declining marginal return in learning and try to disentangle 
itself from the partnership. In the case of a learning partnership with many partners one will develop an 
ecosystem and as I have argued elsewhere, this will require a very careful management of the 
architecture of the network (De Meyer, 2003). Finally in the case of a one to one leveraging of the home 
base, one enters very often in a very transactional agreement, and expectations about the benefits for 
both parties need to be very explicit. Execution according to the contract will be essential to the success. 
Again the management of the end game will be important. In the case of many partners leveraging each 
other there will be no doubt a need for very clear contracts and the management of exclusivity and 
encroaching of one partner on another's terrain. 
Beyond the creation of global content and the development of partnerships comes the creation of an 
overseas subsidiary. With such a step the fixed costs skyrocket, and only an institution that is 
managerially ready for it and has deep pockets can consider this. 
 
And a few challenges in implementation 
In the implementation I have learned that there are five key areas where challenges for management 
can arise. 
The first one is that of building and preserving the brand. The brand, or perhaps more commonly called 
the reputation, is no doubt the most important asset of any knowledge institution and in particular 
universities. There is some good news: educational brands, e.g. Cambridge, Harvard, Sorbonne or 
INSEAD are quite sticky, and the market accepts a lot of imperfections from these institutions before 
they have a major impact on their brands. But a move to globalization brings them into uncharted 
terrain and there is a significant risk for these institutions that the overseas activities chip away at the 
brand. What is the quality and integrity of the overseas partner? What is the image that a particular 
country or location entails? How does the inherent limitation in activities that can be performed at an 
overseas location have an impact on the service level that is expected by corporate partners or 
students? 
One sees currently quite a few activities of European or North American institutions in the Middle East 
and the Gulf States. There is indeed a demand, but having so many institutions fishing in the same pond 
may lead to a situation where none of them have actually sufficient activities to cover the fixed costs of 
these ventures. Cost cutting may follow and quality may suffer in that process. And the events in the 
first half of 2011 in North Africa and the Middle East may have made these countries less attractive from 
a political perspective. 
The real challenge is not to avoid that your brand suffers from the globalization, but to ensure that 
globalization contributes to the development of the brand. The example of INSEAD is one where this 
was successful. Without its Asia campus in Singapore it probably would have stayed a high‐quality 
European business school, attracting some non‐Europeans out of curiosity for what European business 
has to offer. By embracing globalization (first in Singapore, later on with its alliance with Wharton and 
the creation of its activities in Abu Dhabi) INSEAD has provided substance to its brand of being “The 
Business School for the World”. 
The second challenge is one I already hinted at above and which is the need to internationalize the 
faculty. All too often the core faculty of the institution will let the management and a small subset of 
committed faculty engage in globalization, but will refuse to get involved themselves. That marginalizes 
the globalization effort within the school, and is almost a guarantee for failure. In order to be successful 
one needs to create broad ownership and a high involvement by a majority of faculty members. This 
requires them to participate in the global educational and research activities, to infuse their courses 
with globalization content and make a significant effort in building up an understanding of global issues. 
In fact this is not so different from what professional organizations like consultants or auditing firms 
have to do: one needs to groom the faculty for globalization by a good combination of on the job 
training, mentoring, special projects, job rotation and some formal education. 
The third challenge is related to the business model of most universities and business schools. Often a 
substantial part of the financing is from local sources, e.g. governments, and it is not straightforward to 
allocate these resources to a large globalization effort. In some cases the globalization has been started 
with the intention of getting significant margins, in particular when leveraging the home assets is the 
driver of globalization. But going international costs money. Entry into new markets is not cheap. And 
the business model of many academic institutions does not allow for making the necessary upfront 
investments. 
A fourth challenge is about the lack of international capabilities in the leadership team. I mentioned 
already higher up that in many cases presidents, vice‐chancellors or deans, and their management team, 
have not been groomed to be international savvy. Therefore any globalization effort will require a 
significant effort to prepare the leadership team for the new countries or continents where they will 
have to operate. When INSEAD opened its campus in Singapore, it had the advantage that it could count 
on the more than 30 years of experience that some of its faculty members and leadership had in Asia, 
through the activities of the Euro Asia Centre. But even then it made a very significant effort to prepare 
its faculty and staff for what they would discover in Singapore, by organizing faculty trips to Asia, and 
creating a major internal exchange programme between the two campuses in the first years of the 
existence of the Asia Campus for its staff and faculty. 
The fifth challenge is the careful deployment of information and communication technologies to support 
the globalization. One of the lucky decisions INSEAD's management took during the initial phase of the 
creation of its campus in Singapore was to have a fixed cost dedicated broadband connection between 
France and Singapore. This allowed it to achieve a constant flow of video conferences at zero marginal 
cost, which brought the two communities closer together. This cheap communication kept a common 
culture across the different locations, at least in the beginning of the venture. 
 
Conclusion 
The point I wanted to make in this contribution is that for any educational institution it is easy to 
announce initiatives on globalization, but that the implementation can be a big challenge. I am 
convinced that given the recent acceleration of announcements, we will see quite some failures with 
respect to globalization in the coming months and years. Deans or presidents will get burned! 
The implementation is a challenge because most leadership teams are not prepared for it. I suggest that 
a good preparation requires that one should clarify the drivers for innovation and adjust the 
organizations and their management to this or these drivers. I pointed out that in particular for brand 
building, preparation of the faculty and the leadership team, the deployment of technology and the 
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